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It’s a rhetorical question. Everybody knows five. But the specific significance 
o f  there being five books o f  Torah is an issue not often raised.

As far as I am aware, no traditional midrashim speak directly to the ques
tion o f  why the Torah is specifically divided into five parts. The midrashic 
assertion that the Torah actually consists o f  seven books because Numbers 
10:35-36 (vayehi binsoca ha’aron, etc.) is “a book unto itself,” for example, 
does not trigger any effort to reject it because it is deemed important or 
desirable for some a priori reason that the work be presented specifically in 
five books.2 Nor does the obscure adverb hamushim, used at Exodus 13:18 
to describe how the Israelites left Egypt, trigger any attempt to declare that it 
was Israel’s destiny all along not merely to leave Egypt in order to receive the 
Torah, but specifically to receive the Torah in its five parts.3 Indeed, the les
son taught by R. Yohanan in the name o f R. Banaah to the effect that the 
Torah was given to Moses scroll by scroll means only that Moses wrote down 
all the information he received at Sinai and in the Tent o f  Meeting on sepa
rate parchment scrolls, which he subsequently used to create the unified five- 
part work already called by his name in the very next generation (as noted at 
Joshua 8:31), not that the actual five books o f  the Torah were revealed to 
Moses at five distinct moments on five distinct scrolls.4 Nor does it seem rea
sonable to assume that the answer to the riddle lies in the fairly wide range o f  
midrashim that take note o f  the five-fold structure o f  the Torah— midrashim 
that note that the word “light” appears five times in the opening paragraph 
o f the Torah to recall the five books o f  Moses, or that the five references to 
the Children o f Israel in Numbers 8:19 is meant to recall the five-fold nature 
o f the Torah, or that the phrase barkhi nafshi appears in the Psalms five times 
to mirror the five books o f  the Torah, or that Barzilai o f  Gilead is mentioned 
five times in 2 Samuel 19 to recall the five books o f  the Torah (and to teach,
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so Rabbi Yudan explains, that anyone who takes time off from work to serve 
a tzaddik is considered to have fulfilled all the laws o f  the Torah)— in order 
to propose that some lexicographical aspect o f  the scriptural text be taken as 
a kind o f  internal reference to the five-part structure o f  the Pentateuch.5

2

The question I wish to ask is whether any specific significance was intended 
by the subsequent division o f  that unified work into five parts.

For their part, critical scholars, who see the Torah as a Second Temple 
work that brings together priesdy, deuteronomic and epic sources, also posit a 
final redactor who fashioned a unified work out o f  his diverse sources. But 
they rarely seem interested in how—or why—that final, redacted version was 
presented to the public in five parts. Joseph Blenkinsopp’s suggestion, for 
example, that the number five was chosen specifically in order to highlight 
Leviticus as the central book o f the larger work leaves unaddressed the ques
tion o f  why any odd number would not have done equally well as long as 
Leviticus was the middle book.6 And the bookman’s answer to the question—  
that the larger work was divided into five parts simply because scrolls that got 
too long were unwieldy and difficult to read or study—is made unlikely by the 
asymmetry o f  the books themselves: Leviticus is half the length o f  Genesis. 
And, o f  course, it also leaves unaddressed the question o f  why that practical 
division o f a long work into five more manageable units is not reflected in 
ancient or modern Jewish scribal practice, according to which the Torah is 
invariably written on a single scroll and never on five separate rollers.7

It is well known that the Book o f Psalms is also presented in five books, but it 
is surely also worth noting that the Hebrew Bible is actually replete with liter
ary works in five parts.8 There are, o f  course, five megillot.9 Less often noticed, 
however, is that the Book o f Proverbs also has five parts, each presented with 
its own superscription.10 Job is a collection o f  the speeches o f  five personalities: 
Job, Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar, and Elihu.11 And the Book o f Daniel is also pre
sented in five sections, each one consisting o f  stories connected with a specific 
king.12 Other “fives” are more tenuous, i f  scholars are right about the exis
tence o f  a Deuteronomic History, then it too is in five parts: Deuteronomy, 
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings.13 I f  the opening genealogical sequences are 
detached from 1 Chronicles and considered as a separate, introductory essay 
distinct in content, style, and feel from the rest o f  the book, and i f  the books o f  
Ezra and Nehemiah are considered part o f  the chronicler’s larger opus, then 
that larger work is also in five parts.14 i f  the latter prophets are taken as a collec
tion o f  fifteen books, then it is also some kind o f five-part work, in that the 
books are probably meant to be taken in groups o f three.15 Some o f these pos
sibilities may be a bit far-fetched, but it is still tantalizing to notice that they



make it possible to consider every single book in the Bible either to be in five 
parts itself, or to be part o f  a larger five-part work!

1

The obvious question is what the special significance o f  the number five is. 
Biblical evidence that the number five had any special significance is meager: 
five times as much food for Benjamin as for his brothers and five times as 
many garments, five brothers presented to Pharaoh, five golden cafolim and 
five golden mice offered by the Philistines to the God o f  Israel as ransom for 
their five major cities, five Philistine lords that Joshua neglected to conquer, 
and five stones in David’s shepherd’s bag when he goes to face Goliath.16 
Surely none o f  those references has any special importance in explaining why 
there are so many five-part works in the biblical canon! Even the detail, 
implied rather than formally expressed in Scripture, that each o f  the original 
tablets o f  the law had five o f  the Ten Commandments on them, seems pro
found only by comparison: if the point was to make the Torah itself mirror 
the original covenant-event, then its constituent works should be in ten parts, 
not five!17 I will return to this point below, however.

I do not suppose that we will ever know with certainty what significance 
the literary authors o f  Scripture attributed to the quinquepartite structure 
they seem to have favored both openly and (more often) subtly, nor will we 
ever be able to say what the popular understanding o f  that structure might 
have been. Were the ancients simply moved by the simple, elegant notion  
that a book designed to help people reach out to God or to walk toward 
communion with the divine realm should be possessed o f a literary frame
work that suggests the structure o f  the number o f  digits on the human hand 
or foot? Or was the number five—which was indicated even in ancient times 
with the Hebrew letter heh—meant to suggest the divine nature o f the whole 
because, in their minds, the letter heh stood for the four-letter name o f  
God?18 It is, for example, a heh that is added to the names o f  the three bibli
cal personalities whose names were altered to reflect their intimacy with the 
Divine, and rabbinic tradition specifically takes heh to stand for the divine 
name Yah in several passages.19 It is also possible that the heh was considered 
emblematic o f  the divine name not solely because it appears twice in that 
name, but as an abbreviation for hashem (“the name”), which designation 
appears twice in Scripture as a stand-in for the four-letter name.20

The amazing work o f Yaakov Bazak on the Psalms has also influenced my 
thinking in this direction. His books, and especially his 1999 book, Ha-kishut 
Ha-mispari Betehillim (Numeric Structures in the Psalter), show categorically 
the importance o f  number symbolism— and, especially, number symbolism 
connected with the divine name— in the literary works o f  the Second Temple 
period.21 Although his work is concerned mostly with the structural and sym
bolic im portance o f  the num ber tw enty-six, the ¿fem atria  value o f  the four-let
ter divine name, it seems reasonable to me that the number five could have had
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a similar associative value in the minds o f  the redactors o f  ancient times who 
sought to infuse their works with the spirit o f  divine presence, not only lexico
graphically or in terms o f their contents, but in terms o f  their very structure as 
well. Indeed, I wonder if Rashi had a similar idea in mind when he noted that 
the fact that every fifth word in Psalm 19:8-10 is the four-letter name o f God 
is intended to be reminiscent o f  the five-fold nature o f  the Torah.22

The average modern reader, unused to evaluating books based on any
thing other than their contents, may find this specific way o f  suffusing a work 
with divinity to be excessively subtle and more than a bit obscure. But that 
could just be yet another way in which moderns, mistaking the reasonable
ness o f  seeking contemporary meaning in the Bible with the unreasonable
ness o f  reading the Bible as though it were a contemporary book, fail to do 
Scripture justice. Or could there be a more partisan reason for the five-part 
nature o f  the Torah?

n
ki bey ad Hashem ha-mitzvah bey ad neviav

“for so was the commandment o f  the Lord by his prophets”

2 Chronicles 29:25

Midrash Tehillim opens with a long series o f  midrashic observations about 
the parallel careers o f  Moses and David that is meant to suggest the parallel 
natures o f  the Pentateuch and the Psalter, o f  Torah and Tehillim 23 Noted  
explicitly there, o f  course, is that both works are presented in five books. I 
noted that similarity above, but perhaps it would be worth returning to it 
here in more depth.

Unlike the Torah, the division o f  the Book o f Psalms into five parts is lit
erary, rather than merely scribal, in that the doxological phrases that divide 
the larger text into its constituent units appear as verses in the book 24 But 
for all that real literary and lexicographical features link larger and smaller 
groups o f  poems within the Psalter, nothing specific connects all (or even 
most) o f  the psalms that appear in each o f  its five books with each other. As 
in the Torah, the division o f  the Book o f  Psalms into five parts is clearly artifi
cial and appears to have no obvious relationship to the psalms themselves. 
Nor are the five parts o f  equal, or even approximately equal length.25 Indeed, 
if  the final (or not final) redactor had some a priori reason to want there to 
be five parts to the larger works, it appears absent from the works themselves 
as they have come down to us.

I wonder if the parallel natures o f  Torah and Tehillim are not more key 
than the midrashic setting in which they are presented in Midrash Tehillim 
would seem to suggest. For example, given the clear existence o f  earlier 
psalms that were collected and made into our Book o f  Psalms and the fact 
that the division into five parts, which is part o f  the text and not part o f  the 
setting o f  the book, appears to have been formally and forcefully imposed on



the anthology by one or some o f  its anthologizers—what if  that five-part 
nature was meant to signify the degree to which the poetry o f  the larger work 
was, as suggested by its very structure, suffused by the presence o f  God.26 
(The parallelism goes even deeper than the division o f  the larger work into 
five parts and extends to the common feature o f  each work being divided 
into weekly portions.27) Would not then the final redactors o f  Torah—per
haps sensitive to the degree to which they, by vaunting the priest and dis
missing the prophet, were suggesting that regular people cannot ordinarily 
experience the living spirit o f  the Divine in their personal ambits—have per
haps sought to suggest that their torah, too, was suffused with divinity by 
structuring it in five parts, precisely mimicking the way in which the Levitical 
circles structured their neo-prophetic work?28

The five-part structure, after all, may be emblematic o f  precisely the kind 
o f  neo-prophetic experience which rests just behind so many o f  the songs o f  
the Psalter both by virtue o f  being suggestive o f  the divine name and o f  the 
five fingers o f  the divine hand. The experience o f  G od’s communicative, 
empirically palpable presence—precisely the experience o f  the Divine most 
ardently desired by the psalmists— is, after all, described throughout Scripture 
as the pressing down o f God’s hand upon the individual deemed worthy o f  
such a prophetic encounter.29 Furthermore, in at least one passage, this 
idea—that the definition o f  the prophetic experience is the experience o f  the 
pressure o f  the divine hand upon one’s consciousness—is specifically con
nected with the use o f  music to provoke such an encounter with the Divine, 
and this cannot have failed to have impressed the Levites who sought specifi
cally to provoke divine speech through the use o f  hymnody.30 Nor is the use 
o f  that specific turn o f  phrase limited to early prophets. Ezra’s great success 
in winning King Artaxerxes’ favor, for example, is specifically said to be a 
function o f  the degree to which the hand o f God rested upon him.31 Fur
thermore, and possibly even more to the point, it is specifically with reference 
to the palpable presence o f  the beneficent hand o f  God that Scripture 
explains Ezra’s success in locating a sufficient supply o f  authentic Levites 
deemed worthy o f  service in the Temple.32

Is it possible, even, that the image o f  the twin tablets o f  the law (when 
surely one would have sufficed to accommodate all Ten Commandments) is 
intended to suggest two divine hands pressing down on the people, and thus 
to say that the anomalous nature o f  the theophany at Sinai truly made all 
Israel into prophets?33 It also seems possible that the references in Scripture 
to the tablets o f  the law being written “with the finger o f  God” are intended 
to indicate clearly the prophetic pedigree o f  Torah law.34 And it is also per
haps in this context that the notion o f  the priests’ blessing being conveyed by 
a lifting up o f  the hands is best understood: as a reference to the communica
tive presence o f  God amidst the people (even) in the post-Sinai era.35

In turn, this notion explains some passages in the Psalms that might other
wise be misunderstood. In the third psalm, for example, the poet specifically 
describes his prophetic encounter with the divine spirit in the following words:
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I cried out to Adonai that H e should answer me from atop His holy 
mountain, selah, then lay down and slept, only to awaken when I felt 
the presence o f  Adonai pressing down on m e.36

The use o f  the verb samakh in this context, used elsewhere both o f  priests 
pre-sanctifying their sacrificial beasts before slaughtering them for the glory 
o f  God by pressing their hands down upon the animals’ heads and o f  the 
transfer o f  the prophetic spirit from one generation to the next through the 
same gesture, must have been deeply meaningful to the poet whose song is 
the third psalm.37

Perhaps the reference to Elijah acquiring superhuman strength—in this 
case, the ability to outrun King Ahab’s chariot— being a result o f  his experi
ence o f  God’s hand upon him is part o f  this complex o f  ideas as well: the 
pressure o f  the divine hand is transformational for all in some meaningful 
way, elevating regular people to the level o f  prophecy and prophets to the 
level o f  supermen.38

All o f  that being the case, the fact that the Torah and the Psalter are both 
presented as prophetic works, i.e., as works produced through the agency o f  
prophetic communion with the Divine, symbolized both by the palpable 
weight o f  the divine hand (with its five divine fingers) and by the presence o f  
the reified name o f  God, symbolized in any number o f  biblical names by the 
letter heh (with its numerological significance o f five), suggests that, at least 
in Jewish antiquity, whoever knew five, knew too the reality o f  the commu
nicative presence o f  the God o f  Israel, “for the hand o f  God— o f Hashem  
with a capital heh—was truly upon him.”39

NOTES

1. The author wishes gratefully to acknowledge the assistance of Rabbi Michael Graetz of 
Omer (Israel) in the preparation of this essay.

2. The tradition that there are actually seven books of the Torah is taught in the name of 
Bar Kappara at Bereshit Rabbah 64:8 and 64:17 and at Vayikra Rabbah 11:3, in the name of 
Rabbi Judah the Nasi at B. Shabbat 116a and at Sifri Bamidbar §84, and without any attribu
tion at Avot Derabbi Natan, text A, ch. 34, ed. Schechter, p. 50a, and at Massekhet Sofrim 6:1. 
Note that the source in Sofrim also declares Numbers 11:1-3 to be a sefer bifnei catzmo. That, 
presumably, would make eight books of Torah.

3. The word hamushim could easily trigger an associative connection with the Hebrew 
humash, a regular name for the Torah derived specifically from its five-part nature.

4. The lesson taught by R. Yohanan in the name of R. Banaah (torah megillah megillah nit- 
nah) is preserved at B. Gittin 60a. The alternate view, taught in the name of Rabbi Simon b. 
Laqish, is that Moses committed his lessons to memory and then composed the Torah all at 
once as a unified literary work. See Rashi ad locum, s.v. megillah megillah nitnah and s.v. 
hatumah nitnah.

5. The five references to the word “light”: Bereshit Rabbah 3:5 in the name of Rabbi 
Simon. Five references to the Israelites in Numbers 8:19: Vayikra Rabbah 2:4 in the name of 
Rabbi Yudan. Barkhi nafshi five times in the Psalter: Midrash Tehillim 103:3 in the name of 
Rabbi Joshua ben Levi. Barzilai mentioned five times in 2 Samuel 19: Midrash Shmuel 27:6 
(also in the name of Rabbi Yudan). There are other examples as well, cf. the midrash at Vayikra 
Rabbah 16:6 (also in the name of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi), in which the five instances of the 
word torah used in the section of Leviticus devoted to the laws of leprosy are allowed to sug
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gest that commiting the sin of slander, the specific sin for which the Rabbis imagined leprosy 
was the punishment, is the equivalent of rejecting all five books of the Torah, or the attempt in 
the Midrash Aggadah to Numbers 7:17 (ed., Buber, s.v. uyleyzevah ha-shelamim) to explain the 
fact that the princes of Israel each offered up “five rams, five he-goats and five yearling lambs” 
on the day the Tabernacle was completed is meant to recall the five books of the Torah. (More 
mysterious is the remark preserved at the Midmsh Aggadah to Numbers 30:15 [ed., Buber, s.v. 
ve’im ha-haresh] to the effect that the word ve’erastikh (“and I shall betroth you”) appears five 
times in Hosea 2:21-22 to suggest the five-fold nature of Torah, even though it only appears 
three times there in our received text. Perhaps the midrash means to refer instead to the specific 
instruments of betrothal listed: justice, equity, mercy, compassion, and faith.) For further exam
ple, see Rashi’s explanation that the heh in the word ha-shishi at Genesis 1:31 is meant to sug
gest that the very creation of the universe was predicated on Israel’s subsequent willingness to 
accept the five books of the Torah.

6. Joseph Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch: An Introduction to the First Five Books of the Bible 
(New York, London, Toronto, Sydney and Auckland: Doubleday, 1992), p. 47.

7. The word pentateuch itself is actually an anglicization of a Greek adjective (the noun bib- 
los being understood) and denotes a book of five parts or volumes. But although it is already 
used by Origen (c. 185-254 C .E .), who first used the term is unknown. See Alfred Gedden, 
Outlines of Introduction to the Hebrew Bible (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1909), p. 260. Nor is it 
known how early the Hebrew hamishah humshei tor ah was used.

8. On the five-part nature of the Book of Psalms, see below.
9. As far as I can tell, the designation of the Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Kohelet 

and Esther as “the five megillot” is a popular, rather than a formal, designation. Note, e.g., the 
distinction between the way the famous (tannaitic) text in B. Baba Batra 14b discusses the 
order of the prophetic books as referring to the “Twelve” as a single scroll, and the amoraic 
text that discusses the same question with respect to the Ketuvim section of Scripture, naming 
the five scrolls entirely separately, presumably because, unlike the Twelve, they actually were 
written on five different scrolls. Still, the fact that the popular designation “wished” there to be 
five—although, even among the Ketuvim, it is not clear why Daniel, also presumably written 
on a scroll in antiquity, would not have made six—seems to imply, as in the case of the Torah 
and the Psalter, that there was a sense that biblical books should be presented in units of five.

10. Proverbs 1-9 (the proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel), Proverbs 10-24 
(the proverbs of Solomon), Proverbs 25-29 (the proverbs of Solomon copied by the men of 
Hezekiah, king of Judah), Proverbs 30 (the words of Agur, son of Yakeh), and Proverbs 31 
(the words of Lemuel, king of Massa, or possibly his mother’s words; cf. Proverbs 31:1).

11. If I am right about the urge toward a five-part structure in these books, then perhaps 
the very late introduction of Elihu’s speeches at the end of the book was intended to provide 
the necessary fifth part. God, of course, also speaks at length in Job, so there were five speakers 
in the book even before Elihu’s remarks were added in. Afterwards, there were, at least, five 
human speakers.

12. Daniel 1 (King Jehoiakim), Daniel 2-6  (King Nebuchadnezzar), Daniel 7-8 (King 
Belshazzar), Daniel 9 (King Darius), and Daniel 10 (King Cyrus).

13. Considerable literature exists about the hypothesis, originally proposed by Martin Noth 
in his Uberlieferungsgeschichtliche Studien (now published in English translation as two separate 
supplement volumes, numbers 15 and 50, of the Journal for the Study of the Old Testament). 
For a basic introduction, see David Noel Freedman’s The Nine Commandments (New York: 
Doubleday, 2000), pp. 93-97. Freedman thinks there is a strong possibility that the author 
whom scholars since Noth have called “the Deuteronomic Historian” was none other than 
Baruch ben Neriah, Jeremiah’s faithful amanuensis.

14. As suggested by Adam C. Welch in his Post-Exilic Judaism (Edinburgh and London, 
1935), pp. 185ff. The five parts would then be the genealogical prologue, 1 Chronicles, 2 
Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah. Even if the division of Chronicles into two books is a scribal 
convention, the larger book still has three distinct parts: the genealogies (1 Chronicles 1-9), 
the biography of David (1 Chronicles 10-29), and the history of his dynasty (2 Chronicles).
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15. The first three books (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel) obviously go together because of 
their length, as do the last three (Haggai, Zekhariah, and Malakhi) because of their common 
subject matter. How the books in the other groups were thought to go together is difficult to 
say. Amos and Hosea (in the second group) were contemporaries and perhaps Joel was sup
posed to be their contemporary as well. The Rabbis considered Nahum and Habbakuk (in the 
fourth group) to be contemporaries (see, e.g., Seder Olam Rabbah, ch. 20).

16. Benjamin: Genesis 43:34 and 45:22; five brothers before Pharaoh: Genesis 47:2; 
cafolim and mice: 1 Samuel 6:4 and 6:17-18; unconquered Philistines: Joshua 13:3; stones in 
David’s sack: 1 Samuel 17:40. What precisely ‘afolim are is unclear. The massoretic text gives 
the keri reading tehorim (“hemorrhoids”). See the discussion in Robert Alter’s The David Story 
(New York and London: Norton, 1999), p. 28.

17. Exodus 34:28 in light of 34:29 or 31:18.
18. Although the earliest Hebrew-language ostraca and inscriptions use words or symbols 

derived from other cultures to denote numbers, it seems generally agreed upon that the Greek 
system of using letters of the alphabet to denote numbers came into use by Jews during the 
period of the Second Temple.

19. Abraham: Genesis 17:5, Sarah: Genesis 17:15, Joshua: Numbers 13:16. Cf. Psalm 81:6 in 
light of the explanation at Vayikra Rabbah 23:10 (11) with respect to the alternate name 
Jehoseph for Joseph. The point there is that the heh is taken as an indicator of the short divine 
name Yah, as similarly explained at B. Sotah 34b with respect to the heh in Hosea/Joshua’s name.

20. Leviticus 24:11, cf. verse 16, and Deuteronomy 28:58, taking the last three words in 
the verse as a gloss. Note that the heh in medieval and modern manuscripts used to designate 
the divine name is almost invariably written as an abbreviation. Is it an abbreviation for the 
Tetragrammaton (in which case it should more logically have been a yud, not a heh? Or is it an 
abbreviation for hashem, the Hebrew word for “the name.”

21. Yaakov Bazak, Ha-Kishut Ha-mispari Betehillim (Jerusalem: Reuben Mass, 1999).
22. Rashi to Psalm 19:9, s.v. barah.
23. Midrash Tehillim, ed. Buber, p. 3.
24. Psalms 41:14, 72:19, 89:53, 106:48 and, slightly anomalously (but also superfluously), 

150:6. Nahum Sarna (in his Songs of the Heart: An Introduction to the Book of Psalms, New 
York: Schocken, 1993, republished in 1995 as On the Book of Psalms: Exploring the Prayers of 
Ancient Israel, p. 16) suggests that the 150th psalm itself, rather than its final verse, is meant as 
the closing doxology of the entire book.

25. See M. Haran’s Hebrew-language essay, “The Four Blessings and the Five ‘Books’ in 
the Book of Psalms,” published in the Proceedings of the Israel National Academy of Sciences 8:1 
(1989), pp. 1-32.

26. For a discussion of the anthological nature of the Psalter, see Sarna, pp. 15-19.
27. See I. Yeivin, “The Division into Sections in the Book of Psalms,” Textus 7 (1969), pp. 

76-102, and see Sarna, p. 18, who presumes that the division of the Psalms into sedarim was 
intended to mirror the prior division of the Torah into weekly portions. Indeed, the precise 
number of psalms in the Psalter, 150, is reminiscent of the number of weekly portions in the 
old triennial cycle of Torah readings.

28. For the notion of the Psalter as a book of prophecy, see, e.g., Raymond Jacques Tour- 
nay, Seeing and Hearing God with the Psalms: The Prophetic Liturgy of the Second Temple in 
Jerusalem, Journal of the Study of the Old Testament, Supplement Series, no. 118 (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1991).

29. See, e.g., Ezekiel 1:3, 3:22, 37:1 or 40:1.
30. 2 Kings 3:15, speaking of Elisha ben Shaphat.
31. Ezra 7:6 or 7:9. Cf. Nehemiah 2:8 or 2:18.
32. Ezra 8:18, to which may be compared 2 Chronicles 29:25, where the same concatena

tion of ideas—Levites, the hand of God, David, investiture—appear with respect to King 
Hezekiah’s reform.

33. Scripture does not actually say that the commandments were written in two groups of 
five, but that appears to be the simple meaning of the passages at Exodus 34:28-29 and



Deuteronomy 4:13 and 10:3—4 that refer to ten devarim on two tablets. See the passage from 
Midrash Aggadah to Numbers 7:17, cited above in note 5.

34. Exodus 31:18 and Deuteronomy 9:10.
35. E.g., at Leviticus 9:22. Scripture does not specify that the priestly blessing that con

cludes Numbers 6 is to be recited with hands held out toward the people, but this is, of course, 
how it has always been done. Cf., e.g., Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Tefillah Unesirat 
Kapaim 14:3.

36. Psalm 3:5-6, cf. Psalm 4:9, which probably refers to the same experience.
37. Pre-sanctification: Exodus 29:10, 15, and 19, Leviticus 1:4, 3:2, 8, and 13, 4:4, 24, 29, 

and 33, 8:14, 16:21, cf. 2 Chronicles 29:23; prophetic spirit: Numbers 27:18 and 23 and 
Deuteronomy 34:9.

38. I Kings 18:46.
39. 2 Kings 3:15 or Ezekiel 1:3. In both verses, the Hebrew reads that it is the hand of 

God—the name of God abbreviated with the letter heh, which in turn evokes the five fingers of 
the divine hand—that rests upon the prophet.
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